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Tis the Season
It’s hard to believe that the holiday
break is upon us! 
This hiatus is a good time to double-
check your horses’ Coggins dates, as
well as making sure racing licenses
are up to date.
Live racing will resume at the Big A
on Friday, December 27. 



Since 2019, the Backstretch Employee Service Team
(BEST) has provided English as a Second Language
(ESL) and Citizenship classes to backstretch workers at
Belmont and Saratoga. These weekly programs have
steadily gained in popularity over the past few years,
and participation has increased markedly since Hanna
joined the team this summer. 

“At BEST, we really strive to make it a program for all
the backstretch workers, the employees, for them to
have overall wellness,” said Danielle Alvarez, BEST’s
Care Services Director. “So that's mental health and
physical health. We really strive to do everything we
can for them, including education, which is why
Hanna was hired. She teaches ESL, and she's so good
that we've had people approach her to learn and
teach them Spanish. She speaks five languages, and
she's been teaching Spanish and English.”

The New York Thoroughbred Horsemen’s Association
(NYTHA) provides an annual grant to BEST for the ESL
program.

Like many of her students on the Belmont backstretch,
Hanna sought refuge in the U.S.; in her case, she and
her family came to this country to escape the war in
Ukraine. Their passage here was made possible
through the Uniting for Ukraine program.
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Being the BEST “I want to express my gratitude to the United States for
this program,” she said. “When we first came, we
could get SNAP [food stamps] and insurance. We
lived in a shelter at first before we finally were able to
get an apartment with a FHEPS voucher. It's a tiny
apartment, but it has a kitchen. That’s so important
when you have kids.” 

Born in Moldova, Hanna studied linguistics at the
Mechnikov University in Odessa, Ukraine, before
earning a master’s degree in languages and teaching
at the Odessa National Polytechnic University. In
addition to Ukrainian and Russian, she is fluent in
English, Spanish, and Greek. 

While raising her children over the next decade in
Kyiv, Ukraine, she set up language courses online and
soon had students from around the world, and formed
friendships with many of them. Those friendships were
crucial when the time finally came to flee the war-torn
country in 2022. 

“The airport near my house, [the Russians] were
bombing it severely,” Hanna recalled. “And my
daughter was panicking. She was crying, shouting.
Some nights we didn't even sleep in the house, we
went to the bomb shelter in the subways. Our subways
are very deep, deeper than here.”

Hanna and her children were able to travel via car to
Moldova, where they stayed with her father. A former
student from Greece offered shelter to her family, and
they made their way there while attempting to figure
out the future.

Several months later, they traveled to Italy as part of a
program that assisted Ukrainians displaced by the
war. She then reconnected with another former student
living in the U.S. who made it possible for the family to
get to New York.
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“I'm very grateful to this program,” Hanna added. “My
first impression of the U.S.A. was, ‘oh, so many
people, so many countries live in peace, in harmony.
Wow.’”

Despite the anxieties and stresses of the past 2 ½
years, Hanna’s empathetic nature remains intact, and
she has bonded quickly with her new students.

“The most important role for me as a teacher is for
them to feel comfortable with me, not to be afraid to
speak,” she explained. “Because I went through this
path myself, I know what other people feel, how they
feel, what problems they can have. I know what
mistakes can be made. So I need to tell them that, do
this, do that. Because I've studied three languages,
and I know what problems people can have when they
study a language.

“When we play a musical instrument, the more you
practice, your brain gives signals to your hands, and
you play better–it’s the same with language,” she
continued. “The more you speak, practice makes
perfect. We have two kinds of memory, passive and
active. Sometimes, we know a word, we know how it's
translated, but we cannot use it because it's a passive
memory. To make it active, you need to use it.”

NYTHA.COM @NewYorkTHA

Hanna makes it a point to keep the mood light in her
classroom. 

“I want studying to be fun and to make them laugh,”
she explained. “Classes must not be boring. I make
different games, put them in groups so that they don't
feel overwhelmed. I try to give small doses of
information so they learn step-by-step.”

Hanna originally signed on to teach ESL classes twice
a week, but that has now expanded to a third class on
Mondays that is exclusively for women.

“The Rec Hall [at Belmont] tends to be an area very
dominated by men,” Alvarez offered. “A lot of the
women didn't feel comfortable going there to learn
English. So we decided to create a space for them in
our office; it’s kind of a support group.”

Hanna’s effervescence has made the Monday classes
very popular, especially for the bonus activities. ESL is
on the program from noon until 2:00 p.m., and then
it’s time for more light-hearted matters. 

“Sometimes we focus on beauty or art, and sometimes
it’s dancing,” she explained. “It’s nice to have some
space for activities for women, not just playing pool
and video games. We’ll start with 20 minutes of salsa,
then 20 minutes of aerobics. I love dancing, and I like
people generating dopamine. The more they have, the
happier they are, for sure. And that means better
mental health.”

BEST’s Citizenship class follows the ESL class on
Tuesdays and Wednesdays, and might gain an extra
student in the not-too-distant future.

“I help people to prepare for this exam,” Hanna said.
“There are many questions about the history of the
United States. I’m very grateful to this country, and I
hope someday it'll be my country, too.”



 Holiday Training Schedule

No training on Wednesday, December 25,
including jogging barns
No gate schooling on Tuesday, December 24,
& Wednesday, December 25
Gate schooling will resume on Thursday,
December 26
Entries will be taken Friday, December 27, for
the January 1, 2025, card

Racing License Renewal
 The New York State Gaming Commission
(NYSGC) has been issuing fines to race-day
participants whose licenses have expired.

NYSGC licenses expire on your birthday, and can
be renewed annually for a one, two, or three-year
period. Licensees can check their status by visiting
the NYSGC website.

NYS Minimum Wage Increase Schedule

Favorite Moments of 2024
 What were some of your favorite NY racing
moments of 2024? Was it the Belmont Stakes
being contested at Saratoga for the first time? Or
seeing Thorpedo Anna blossom into a champion
this summer? Maybe it was Nick Zito getting an
overdue win at the Spa this summer! 

Let us know by emailing
membershipservices@nytha.com or connecting
with us on social channels @NewYorkTHA.

Sept. 1, 2024: Unclecharliesgift takes Hall of Fame trainer
Nick Zito to the Saratoga winner’s circle / Coglianese photo
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https://data.ny.gov/Government-Finance/Horse-Racing-Licensing/cz9u-yj7m/data_preview
mailto:membershipservices@nytha.com
https://nytha.com/advocacy/
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2025 Aqueduct Winter & Spring
Stakes Schedules available HERE 

https://www.nyra.com/aqueduct/racing/stakes-schedule/

